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In May, President Arnoldo Aleman faces a crucial meeting with the consultative group (Grupo
Consultivo para la Reconstruccion de Centroamerica) representing donor countries, but his ability to
bargain for aid funds is threatened by pressure from the private sector, the US, and public opinion
to end widespread corruption. A small group of legislators, including some from his own governing
Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC), wants to throw him out of office.
Several jurists, with support from four or five deputies in the National Assembly, plan to
introduce legislation to lift Aleman's immunity from prosecution, charge him with various acts of
corruption, and remove him from office. On April 8, Sergio Garcia, a PLC deputy of the Parlamento
Centroamericano (PARLACEN), informed the press that a bill to strip Aleman of immunity would
soon be introduced in the Assembly.
The bill would be the first step to remove Aleman for "demonstrated inability to govern and the
alarming level of alleged corruption in his administration," said Garcia. Opinions differ on the
amount of support the initiative would get in the Assembly, but some political observers say Aleman
has become an embarrassment to the PLC.
Garcia told the daily El Nuevo Diario that Aleman's credibility was near zero and that only a
minimum of Liberals still supported him. In a recent public-opinion poll taken by Estudios
Nicaraguenses, 71.6% of respondents said the government was not just or honest.

Comptroller asks Congress to investigate Aleman
A day before Garcia's announcement, the new Contraloria General de la Republica (CGR), in a
sudden change of course, sent the Assembly a report on the suspiciously large increase in Aleman's
personal assets.
The report was based on a report (sumario administrativo), originally prepared by former
Comptroller General Agustin Jarquin (see NotiCen, 2000-01-27), which the newly organized CGR
had shelved. The CGR board (Colegio Superior de la Contraloria) that replaced Jarquin argued that
Aleman's immunity rendered the charges moot (see NotiCen, 2000-04-06).
Jose Pasos, a member of the CGR board, said the CGR had reviewed Aleman's assets believed to
have increased 900% while he was mayor of Managua (1990-1997) his personal use of state property,
and other irregularities. Pasos said the CGR's view was that Aleman could not be prosecuted for any
unexplained increase in his assets because the law does not consider such enrichment a punishable
offense. He said the Ley de Probidad does not require public officials to explain where the increase
in their assets came from.
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Because of Aleman's immunity, the CGR included an addendum to the report advising the
Assembly that it was leaving action against Aleman up to the Assembly since only it had power to
lift immunity. However, a week later, Assembly First Secretary Pedro Joaquin Rios had not received
the CGR document.
The CGR plans to suggest legislation that would amend the Ley de Probidad to make illicit
enrichment and influence peddling punishable crimes. The CGR report did not convince everyone
that either it or the Assembly was hot on Aleman's trail, however. PLC dissident Deputy Eliseo
Nunez called it a "political show" designed to allow the PLC congressional majority and its allies
to give the appearance of investigating Aleman. "This is a skillful game by Dr. Aleman aimed at
allowing him to emerge exonerated, avoiding a trial by the next administration," Nunez said.

US Ambassador speaks out
In March, US Ambassador in Managua Oliver Garza publicly asked Aleman to act with
transparency in responding to the numerous charges of corruption coming from the local press. In
an interview with the daily La Prensa, Garza said he believed that beneath all the smoke there was
some fire, particularly in the accusations of corruption within the government's revenue agency
(Direccion General de Ingresos, DGI), headed by Byron Jerez, a close associate of Aleman.
Local newspapers have asked about various irregular payments from DGI to individuals and
businesses, particularly a check for US$173,000 to Juan Alberto Gomez, whose existence has not
been confirmed. Other payments were made to a company owned by Jerez and to Business Express,
a company whose existence has also not been confirmed. The DGI also bought a Lincoln automobile
without using the government's bidding procedures, said the newspaper reports. Jerez called a
meeting of the diplomatic corps to explain the unusual-checks scandal, which newspapers are
calling the "checazo." Garza and several other ambassadors did not attend.
Some observers took Garza's snub as a message to Aleman that the meeting was no way to establish
the administration's credibility. Garza told an interviewer that he did not think it was necessary to
meet with Jerez because he was not Jerez's confessor. This was an allusion to a meeting between
Jerez and Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo during which Jerez asked the prelate to pray for him. In
answer to questions posed by La Prensa after the meeting with diplomats, Jerez refused to say what
his relationship with Business Express was or who Juan Alberto Gomez was. He said any further
information would have to come from the CGR.
Likewise, Aleman's response to Garza's pressure concerning the allegations against Jerez was to
say the CGR was the proper authority to investigate charges of irregularities. Again in early April,
Garza asked Aleman to explain the corruption charges, saying the explanation had to come from
the president, not the CGR. He said the US would continue to send aid to Nicaragua but needed
assurances that the funds were being properly used. In what sounded like a warning that US aid
might be cut off if Aleman did not clean up the administration, Garza said, "It seems to me that a
time will come when, in maintaining aid to a country, one has to ask, 'What for?'"
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Garza's bluntness reminded many analysts of the pressure applied by US President Jimmy Carter's
ambassadors in the 1970s, which ultimately led to withdrawal of US support for the dictatorship of
Anastasio Somoza.

Private sector presses Aleman for changes
Aleman has a meeting with the Grupo Consultivo on May 24 in Washington to review Nicaragua's
compliance with donor-country requests for reforms. The meeting had been scheduled for February,
but Aleman asked for a postponement (see NotiCen, 2000-02-17).
At the time, some observers assumed the reason for the postponement was that Aleman was not
ready to explain the accumulation of corruption charges and his jailing of Jarquin (see NotiCen,
1999-11-11), who was widely perceived to be the only force in government concerned with
transparency and accountability. The same observers are now saying Aleman is still not ready to
explain the situation in Nicaragua and convince donors to resume the flow of aid funds that was cut
off or slowed in the wake of the jailing.
Adding to the pressure on Aleman is the private-sector worry about an economic downturn. The
business association Consejo Superior de la Empresa Privada (COSEP) asked Aleman to make some
changes in his administration before the meeting with the Grupo Consultivo. In talks about the
crisis in agriculture and the high cost of energy, COSEP representatives pressed Aleman on the
corruption issue.
COSEP President Roberto Teran said the group supported Ambassador Garza's remarks. "The truth
is there is a general concern in the private sector about what is happening, and it's necessary to give
very clear explanations about the scandals," said Teran. With a 25% decline in donor aid and a drop
in exports during the first quarter of the year, Teran said, "We cannot exist as a country without
donations."
Aleman has not yet complied with commitments made at the May 1999 Stockholm meeting of the
Grupo Consultivo when donors promised aid for post-Hurricane Mitch assistance but required
commitments from the government on increasing accountability in handling funds (see NotiCen,
1999-06-24).
The administration has prepared a report for the Grupo Consultivo, titled The Development of
Dialogue and the Dialogue of Development, which includes promises to improve transparency
through long-overdue legislation. The proposals include a civil-service law, a law for access to
public information, a new penal code, and a law on citizen participation in government. Carlos
Tunnermann, president of the nongovernmental organization Etica y Transparencia, said the report
is inadequate because only one of the proposals has reached the legislature. [Sources: Agence
France-Presse, 03/24/00; Spanish News Service EFE, 04/08/00; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 03/28/00,
04/07/00, 04/08/00; El Nuevo Diario (Nicaragua), 03/05/00, 03/26/00, 03/28/00, 04/01/00, 04/03/00,
04/08/00, 04/09/00, 04/11/00]
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